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African and Haitian Art Lent By
D r . Theopolis Fair, History Department,
La Salle University

While many of us may be familiar with the symbolic and spiritually
directed images of Early Christian and Medieval art, we need to be reminded
that African tribal art has been dominated by a similar mode of expression
since before the time of Christ.

Becuase tribal art is often labeled "pri

mitive," we sometimes misinterpret its sculpture as crude and naive, rather
than as simply traditional.

Research over the past years has shown that

African tribal sculptors'were skilled and trained craftsmen, producing an
art which is highly sophisticated and working in a style which represents
a deliberate aesthetic choice evolved over thousands of years.
One should recall, too, the strong influence that tribal art, whether
from Africa, the South Pacific Islands, or the North American continent, has
exerted on Modern Art.

Fran the Renaissance until the end of the 19th century,

visual art of the West was essentially perceptual and objective, based for
the most part on what the artist saw in the natural world around him and then
accurately depicted.

On the other hand, tribal art throughout the ages has

been conceptual and subjective, based on what the artist feels and thinks— his
fears, desires, ideas and beliefs.

More specifically, as most African tribes

had no written language, their intuitive art along with their oral tradition
was the chief means through which they expressed and supported, from generation
to generation, the spiritual values needed to sustain their communities.

Their

art is, thus, essentially functional— the decorative or "Art for Art’s sake"
purpose, emphasized in Western art is of secondary importance.

But rather

than any particular content, it is the ejqpressive potential and unified
structure in Afircan sculpture— its bold patterns, simplified geometric shapes,
vibrant rhythms and subjective colors— which strongly inspired the Post-Impressionists,

Fauvists, Surrealists, Expressionists, and especially the Cubists.

The

Picasso print on exhibit in the 20th century gallery suggests this strong
influence.
Although the African tribes believe in one Creator, they also practice
"animism" whereby every natural object is endowed with a spiritual force and
an energy which is evoked at ritual ceremonies as the particular need arises.
Hundreds of tribes in the Western and Central regions produce a varied
sculpture.

Although African tribes share many ccranon beliefs and practices,

distinct differences characterize the art of each tribe.

Moreover, with

increasing research, we are beginning to discern the work of individual
carvers within a tribe.

Caroline Wistar
Curator

1See 2 vol. catalogue, William Rubin (editor), "Primitivism" in the 20th
Century (The Museum of M o d e m Art, New York, 1984).

African and Haitian Art
Lent by Theopolis Fair

Entrance Case:
De Luy (Contenporary), Haitian
Woman Working
Oil on panel
Hall Case I:
Senufo Mask, Mali
(1) Scorpion, Cameroon
(1) Bell, Cameroon
(2) Antelopes, Cameroon
Hall Case II:
Bambara Head Dress or Chi Wara, Mali
Legend says that Chi Wara introduced
agriculture to the Bambara people.
Sexe Cache, Cameroon
(Necklace) Worn by young girls
(1) Antelope, Cameroon
(2) Jackels, Cameroon
Hall Case III:
Metal Crucifix, Cameroon
Seated Woman, Senufo tribe, Mali
Ashanti Fertility Doll or Akua Mma, Ghana
This piece expresses the Ashanti tribe's
ideal of beauty and is carried by
expectant mothers.
Yoruba, batik cloth, Nigeria
Hall Case IV:
Contemporary Haitian Masks (2)
Mortar and pestal.
Corisme, Haiti. The Unknown Maroon of
French Santo Domingo. Wood carving
of Albert Mangones' monument
Hall Chair:
Blanket, North Cameroon
Ashanti Stool
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